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SENSE AND SENSIBILITY

JANE AUSTEN was born on 16 December 1775 at Steventon, near Basingstoke, the seventh child of the rector of the parish. She lived with her family at Steventon until they moved to Bath when her father retired in 1801. After his death in 1805, she moved around with her mother; in 1809 they settled in Chawton, near Alton, Hampshire. Here she remained, except for a few visits to London, until May 1817, when she moved to Winchester to be near her doctor. There she died on 18 July 1817.

Jane Austen was extremely modest about her own genius, describing her work to her nephew, Edward, as ‘the little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory, on which I work with so fine a Brush, as produces little effect after much labour’. As a girl she wrote stories, including burlesques of popular romances. Her works were published only after much revision, four novels being published in her lifetime. These are Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814) and Emma (1815). Two other novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, were published posthumously in 1817 with a biographical notice by her brother, Henry Austen, the first formal announcement of her authorship. Persuasion was written in a race against failing health in 1815–16. She also left two earlier compositions, a short epistolary novel, Lady Susan, and an unfinished novel, The Watsons. At the time of her death, she was working on a new novel, Sanditon, a fragmentary draft of which survives.
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Chronology

1775 Jane Austen born on 16 December, the second daughter and seventh child of the Revd George Austen and his wife, Cassandra Leigh. Her father was rector of the village of Steventon in Hampshire. The family was well-connected although not rich. Two of her brothers entered the navy and one of them rose to the rank of Admiral of the Fleet.

1776 American Declaration of Independence.

1778 Frances Burney published Evelina.

1785–6 Austen, with her sister Cassandra, attended the Abbey School, Reading.

1787 Austen started to write the short, parodic pieces of fiction known as her Juvenilia.

1789 French Revolution broke out.

1792 Mary Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.

1793 Britain at war with revolutionary France.

1794 Ann Radcliffe published The Mysteries of Udolpho.

1795 Austen wrote ‘Elinor and Marianne’, a first version of Sense and Sensibility.

1796 Rise of Napoleon Bonaparte in France.

1796–7 Austen wrote ‘First Impressions’, a first version of Pride and Prejudice.

1797 ‘First Impressions’ offered to a publisher, who refused it.

1798–9 ‘Susan’, an early version of Northanger Abbey, written.

1801 Austen’s father retired and the family moved to Bath.

1802 Austen accepted a proposal of marriage from Harris Bigg-Wither, but changed her mind the following day.
   In France Napoleon appointed Consul for life.

1803 ‘Susan’ sold for £10 to the publisher Crosby, who did not publish it.

1804 Austen wrote unfinished novel, ‘The Watsons’.
   Napoleon crowned Emperor.

1805 Austen’s father died. Battle of Trafalgar.

1807 Austen moved with her mother and sister to Southampton.

1809 Austen moved with her mother and sister to a house in the village of Chawton in Hampshire, owned by her brother Edward, which was her home for the rest of her life.

1811 Sense and Sensibility published.
   Illness of King George III caused the Prince of Wales to be appointed Prince Regent.

1813 Pride and Prejudice published.

1814 Mansfield Park published.

1815 (December) Emma published (dated 1816) and dedicated at his request to the Prince Regent.
   Wellington and Blücher defeat French at the Battle of Waterloo, bringing to an end the Napoleonic Wars.

1816 Austen’s health started to deteriorate; she finished Persuasion. ‘Susan’ bought back from Crosby. Walter Scott reviewed Emma flatteringly in the Quarterly Review.

1817 (January–March) Austen at work on ‘Sanditon’. She died on 18 July in Winchester, where she had gone for medical attention, and was buried in Winchester Cathedral. (December) Her brother Henry oversaw the publication of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion (dated 1818), with a biographical notice of the writer.



The Novels of Jane Austen

The texts of Austen’s novels in the Penguin Edition are based on the first editions and have been edited afresh. The texts of four of the novels are necessarily based on the first edition: in the case of Pride and Prejudice Austen sold the copyright to the publisher of the first edition and was not involved with the preparation of the two further editions in her lifetime; Emma did not reach a second edition in Britain in Austen’s lifetime; and Northanger Abbey and Persuasion were published posthumously. Sense and Sensibility and Mansfield Park, however, both appeared in second editions in which Austen took some part. Hitherto all reprints of these novels have been based on the second editions. The Penguin Edition returns to the first-edition texts of both novels, and includes a list of the substantive variants between the two editions so that readers can see clearly for the first time the alterations made between the first and second editions.

The editors have worked from copies of the first editions kindly supplied by the Bodleian Library, Oxford. The editorial policy is one of minimum intervention: no attempt has been made to modernize spelling or punctuation, or to render spellings consistent so long as the variant spellings were acceptable in the period. Where any of these might cause difficulty to the modern reader the editor has offered help and explanation in a note.

The editors have amended the text in the following circumstances: errors in spelling and punctuation have been corrected. Where, after all allowance has been made for historical usage, the text seems faulty the editors have cautiously emended it.

They have been assisted by the fact that there is a tradition of Austen scholarship. The first edition of Austen’s novels to examine the texts thoroughly was The Novels of Jane Austen, edited by R. W. Chapman, 5 vols (Clarendon, 1923). This pioneering edition was itself revised in later reprints, and all recent editions have been either based on Chapman’s text or acknowledge debts to it. The editors of the Penguin Edition have edited Austen’s texts anew from the first editions, but in making decisions about obscurities and cruxes they have borne in mind the work of previous commentators on the Austen texts. The greatest of these is R. W. Chapman, but there have been others, including critics and general readers who have from time to time queried passages in Austen’s texts and suggested emendations. Where the Penguin editors are indebted to a previous scholar for a particular emendation they acknowledge it, and where a crux has provoked controversy they indicate it in a brief note. All corrections to the text other than any which are purely typographical are recorded in the ‘Emendations to the Text’.

Austen’s novels originally appeared in three volumes (with the exception of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, which appeared together in four volumes). To make the original volume arrangements visible in a one-volume format the Penguin Edition has headlines at the top of each page so that in any opening the headline on the left will give the volume and chapter number in the first edition and the headline on the right will give the chapter number in a continuously numbered sequence.

The bibliographical basis of the Penguin Edition is David Gilson’s Bibliography of Jane Austen (Clarendon, 1982), to which the edition is happy to acknowledge its debt.

Claire Lamont



Introduction

In a letter dated Thursday 25 April 1811, Jane Austen responded to an enquiry from her beloved sister, Cassandra, about progress in the forthcoming publication of her first novel: ‘No, indeed, I am never too busy to think of S & S. I can no more forget it, than a mother can forget her sucking child …’1 It is appropriate that Austen should refer to this novel, preoccupied as it is with maternal affection and priorities, as her ‘sucking child’. Like its ‘second’ heroine, Marianne Dashwood, Sense and Sensibility was not the first-born of its mother’s ‘children’; however, it was the focus of her maternal anxiety because it was the first to appear in print. This was her second, possibly third, completed novel. Pride and Prejudice was offered to the publisher Cadell under the title ‘First Impressions’; in November 1797, the same month that Austen began writing Sense and Sensibility in its final form. Austen was to use the metaphor of mothering again, this time for Pride and Prejudice, which she termed ‘my own darling child’ in a letter of Friday 29 January 1813.2 Northanger Abbey, under the title ‘Susan’, was written from 1798–9 and sold to the publisher Crosby & Co. in spring 1803, where it languished until Henry Austen bought it back a year before his sister’s death.

Which of these three early ‘children’ came first in conception and completion is not clear. Family tradition had it that an earlier version of Sense and Sensibility was written in the form of a novel in letters, and read aloud to the family, as early as 1795.3 This would make it the oldest of Austen’s full novels (although she had already experimented with fragments of narrative prose in her juvenile work). According to Cassandra Austen, Sense and Sensibility falls second, and was begun in November 1797, just a few months after the completion of ‘First Impressions’. She did however comment: ‘I am sure that something of this same story and character had been written earlier and called Elinor and Marianne’4 – presumably a reference to the earlier epistolary draft of the novel. The appearance of two names so similar to those used in the novel, Elizabeth Steele and Edmond Ferrars, in connection with Hampshire marriages advertised in The Belle Assemblée of March 1810 suggests that Austen was revising the novel some time after the completed manuscript of ‘Susan’ had been sold to other publishers, and therefore the latter’s claim to seniority over the former is also strong.

It is precisely such issues of primary and secondary order and attachment (for children and partners) that organize and regulate the domestic plot of Sense and Sensibility. As her sister Elinor points out, Marianne Dashwood’s unshakeable belief that men and women should only love once means that logically her own existence, as the second daughter of a second marriage, faults her precept. However, Marianne can be forgiven for experiencing her position as ‘primary’ in her family and in the story that unfolds around her (and, without Marianne’s knowledge, around her sister). For Marianne, everything that happens in the novel, happens first to her. She is the first sister to fall passionately in love, the first sister to discover that her lover is pre-engaged, and the first to struggle to conquer her emotion. The novel in its narrative sequence of events, however, reminds its reader that this is the second child’s wish-fulfilment. We, and Elinor, know that Marianne’s experiences are no more than a repetition of those of her elder sister.

The confusion over ‘order’ and ‘priority’ in Sense and Sensibility may be ascribed to the significant absence of paternal authority in the families which are its focus. Sense and Sensibility stands alone among Austen’s novels in its almost total exclusion of fathers from the scene of action. The father of every ‘adult’ child who has to make a decision over matrimony in this novel – the Dashwood and Steele sisters, the Ferrars brothers, Willoughby, Eliza Brandon – is either dead or absent. For the Dashwood sisters and the Ferrars brothers, it is a mother who has sole parental authority over them. And Sense and Sensibility is full of, indeed over-crowded with, mothers. Most often, mothers are criticized for indulging their children, whether as a result of too little sensibility (Fanny Dashwood, Lady Middleton, Mrs Ferrars) or too much (Mrs Dashwood). Specifically, it is an unwitting preference for a child on the basis of similarity to the mother which results in this unequal treatment. Mrs Jennings, Mrs Dashwood and Mrs Ferrars all prefer their second child to their first, and in each case this seems to be because the second child is more like the mother. Of Marianne we are told that ‘[t]he resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great’ (p. 8). Like his mother, Robert Ferrars is proud and ignorant; like hers, Charlotte Palmer is affectionate but silly. Maternal love is, then, criticized as a form of unthinking narcissism. In each case, with the symmetry in the novel that many have admired and others have chafed at, the second child repeats the experience of the mother: Marianne Dashwood gives her heart to a man who has already loved another; Robert Ferrars becomes wealthy and proud through accident rather than personal merit; Charlotte Palmer settles into a life of domestic comfort and personal insensitivity.

Most of Sense and Sensibility is rendered through the personal third-person discourse of Elinor, but Austen chooses to deploy an ‘impersonal’ third-person narrative voice at a number of intervals in order to make general comments on motherhood. In the opening pages we encounter our first tyrannical child in the shape of Harry Dashwood, who becomes the major beneficiary of his uncle’s will ‘by such attractions as are by no means unusual in children of two or three years old: an imperfect articulation, an earnest desire of having his own way, many cunning tricks, and a great deal of noise’ (p. 6). Children make adults credulous throughout Sense and Sensibility: the Steele sisters become agreeable to Lady Middleton because ‘a fond mother, though in pursuit of praise for her children, the most rapacious of human beings, is likewise the most credulous’ (p. 116); Elinor’s truthful response to a debate about the respective heights of Harry Dashwood and William Middleton, in the latter’s favour, makes her yet more unpopular with her prospective mother-in-law and sister-in-law (p. 220); and Mr Palmer’s maintenance of ‘the common, but unfatherly opinion among his sex, of all infants being alike’ (p. 232) raises the ire of his mother-in-law, Mrs Jennings.

Austen had long been preoccupied with questions of maternal responsibility. The satirical perspective that she took in her juvenilia on the reality of maternal behaviour and on the alternative ties of sibling love acquired a more specific political meaning in the 1790s when she was composing Sense and Sensibility, as will be discussed later. Jack and Alice, a comic piece of juvenilia (written between 1788 and 1793), includes an early discussion of the respective merits of first and second attachments in the words of a maternal surrogate, the widowed Lady Williams, to the ‘heroine’, Alice Johnson:


‘I perceive but too plainly my dear Miss Johnson, that your Heart has not been able to withstand the fascinating Charms of this young Man & I pity you sincerely. Is it a first Love?’

‘It is.’

‘I am still more grieved to hear that; I am myself a sad example of the Miseries, in general attendant on a first Love & I am determined for the future to avoid the like Misfortune. I wish it may not be too late for you to do the same; if it is not endeavour my dear Girl to secure yourself from so great a Danger. A second attachment is seldom attended with any serious consequences; against that therefore I have nothing to say. Preserve yourself from a first Love & you need not fear a second.’5



A later manuscript, Lady Susan, probably composed around 1793–4, takes the form of a series of letters exposing the villainy of an unloving mother defeated in the pursuit of a lover by her unlike daughter. That readers tend to find the eponymous heroine and principal letter-writer the only figure of substance and fascination may also provide a clue as to the reasons for Austen’s eventual abandonment of the letter form for Sense and Sensibility. Mary Poovey suggests that the letter form tended to encourage sympathy with the egotism and indulgence of desire that Austen wished to censure, and draws our attention to the fact that all the heightened scenes of emotion in Sense and Sensibility are delivered ‘second-hand’: the story of the two Elizas is delivered by Brandon after his passion for the first has become a fond memory; the encounter between Marianne and Willoughby at the ball is delivered through Elinor.6 It is only through the establishment of narrative distance through the device of either hindsight on the part of a protagonist or the displacement of the narrative voice from the protagonist to an observer that events acquire the sort of perspective which can promote judgement rather than identification on the part of a reader.

A number of these narrative elements in Sense and Sensibility were also making second appearances at least, having been tried and tested before. The Visit: A Comedy in Two Acts employed a hero named Willoughby; a Lady Bridget Dashwood is mentioned in ‘letter the second’ of A Collection of Letters. However, it is not just names but ideas that are first tested out in Austen’s juvenilia. The contrast between sense and sensibility figures large in Love and Friendship, a comic tale told through letters by an elderly heroine of sensibility, Laura, to the daughter of a friend named Marianne, about her youth. Here, the first person of the letter is deployed to expose the selfish indulgence that lies beneath the seeming warmth of sensibility. The heroine of sensibility, Laura, is satirically exposed in this way when she complains about the lack of sensibility shown by her lover’s sister, Augusta:


There was a disagreeable Coldness and Forbidding Reserve in her reception of me which was equally Distressing and Unexpected. None of that interesting Sensibility of amiable Simpathy in her manners and Address to me when we first met which should have Distinguished our introduction to each other. Her Language was neither warm, nor affectionate, her expressions of regard were neither animated nor cordial; her arms were not opened to receive me to her Heart, tho’ my own were extended to press her to mine.7



Austen’s satirical representation of Laura and her equally ‘sensitive’ friend, Sophia, is, of course, devoid of the sympathy and warmth with which she treats Marianne. Elinor’s tender feelings towards her sister mitigate to some extent the critical perspective on Marianne’s behaviour.

The contrast between sense and sensibility in these early writings does not always favour sense. Lesley Castle features a correspondence between two friends, Margaret and Charlotte; the latter is burdened with an unlike sister who does not appreciate her desire to ensure that the wedding breakfast does not go to waste when her fiancé is killed in a riding accident. Charlotte comments:


Never to be sure were there two more different Dispositions in the World. We both loved Reading. She preferred Histories, and I Receipts. She loved drawing Pictures, and I drawing Pullets. No one could sing a better song than she, and no one make a better Pye than I.8



We are not so far removed from Marianne Dashwood’s preference for reading, over her sister’s fondness for drawing and design.

Sense and Sensibility is an offshoot of and variant upon not only Austen’s early experiments in writing, but also her reading. Two particular favourites, Charlotte Lennox’s The Female Quixote (1752) and Frances Burney’s Evelina (1778), provide interesting parallels. Lennox’s orphaned heroine, Arabella, insists on interpreting the mid-eighteenth-century gentry culture she encounters through the codes of late seventeenth-century French romance; Marianne too takes textual models (those of picturesque aesthetics) and insists on their reality and relevance to the economically driven world around her. Also like Arabella, though she is quixotic and romantic, she is also ‘sensible and clever’ (p. 8). Both are capable of recognizing and criticizing faulty applications or derivative repetitions of their favoured aesthetics. In a key scene in Sense and Sensibility where picturesque theory is overtly debated by the characters, Marianne comments that ‘admiration of landscape scenery is become a mere jargon’. However, even as she criticizes it, she acknowledges her continuing reliance on this expressive view of the natural world:


‘I detest jargon of every kind, and sometimes I have kept my feelings to myself, because I could find no language to describe them in but what was worn and hackneyed out of all sense and meaning.’ (p. 95)



We should note that in this debate on the picturesque, it is Edward’s position which is contrasted with Marianne’s. Elinor comments that she suspects that


‘to avoid one kind of affectation, Edward here falls into another. Because he believes many people pretend to more admiration of the beauties of nature than they really feel, and is disgusted with such pretensions, he affects greater indifference and less discrimination in viewing them himself than he possesses.’ (p. 95)



Elinor not only becomes the spokesperson for a balance between artistic and practical responses to the natural world, but also demonstrates how similar she is to her sister, in reading into her lover’s conduct a mirror of her own feelings and judgements. Just as Marianne wilfully takes her lover’s attentiveness to her artistic opinions and sensibilities as evidence of his own, so Elinor reads Edward’s ability to use the language of the picturesque as evidence that he too appreciates it with the same critical reservations as her own.

The main contrast between Marianne’s and Elinor’s codes of conduct lies in Marianne’s Romantic insistence that desires be spoken, whereas Elinor requires that they be silenced. And it is here, in the viability it accords to the counter-discourse (represented in Elinor), that Sense and Sensibility departs most radically from The Female Quixote. Whereas Arabella’s only ‘foil’ or ‘counterpart’ is her cold-hearted, vain and jealous cousin, Miss Glanville, an early prototype of Lucy Steele, Marianne suffers by comparison with the virtues of her sister Elinor, less her opposite than her ‘better half’. Frances Burney’s Evelina also centres on a single protagonist, but the parallels here are more focused on the manipulation of the motif of the ‘primacy’ of competing daughters in relation to parents. Evelina’s aristocratic father, Sir James Belmont, refuses to recognize her legitimacy because he has been persuaded that the daughter of a nurse, Polly Green, is his child by the dead Caroline Evelyn. Evelina is, like Austen’s children in Sense and Sensibility, haunted by the prospect that she may repeat the experience of her mother – elopement, clandestine marriage, social ostracism and premature death.

Austen also draws on a respectable tradition in the female-authored novel of fictional contrasts between sisters, often quite explicitly in her choice of names for her heroines: Sophia Lee’s The Recess (1783–5) features two sisters called Ellinor and Matilda; Ann Radcliffe’s The Sicilian Romance (1790) contrasts Elinor and Julia; and Jane West’s Gossip’s Story (1797) Laura and Marianne. Austen’s particular treatment of this counterpointing of two sisters, Marilyn Butler notes, places her firmly in the context of a conservative moralism which asserts that ‘objective evidence should be preferred to private intuition’.9 This moral conclusion is, however, reached through a discussion of the exposure of a specific group – gentry women – to the ideals and aesthetics of a particular and problematic quality, sensibility. Further investigation of Austen’s treatment of the dynamics and effects of sensibility in the bourgeois heroine can serve to place her novel more firmly in the context of the political debate, literary history and cultural standards of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

‘Sensibility’ is best understood less as an antonym of ‘sense’ than as a variant upon it. Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language definition of 1755, somewhat earlier than the flourishing of what might be termed a ‘cult of sensibility’ in the 1790s, is ‘quickness of sensation or perception’. Sense is, by contrast, the ‘faculty or power by which external objects are perceived’. If sensibility first denotes a quality found in individual behaviour, later in the century it acquires the further connotation of a form of aesthetic response to external objects. The idea of sensibility refines an earlier idea of ‘sentiment’, the engendering of a sympathetic response to the suffering of others that is (at least theoretically) inclined to lead to ameliorative social action. Whereas the mid-century novel of sentiment, best exemplified in Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1747–8), attempts to stimulate the reader’s sympathy for a virtuous and persecuted protagonist, the novel of sensibility such as Henry Mackenzie’s Man of Feeling (1771) offers a detailed study of the sympathetic motions of feeling on the part of a central character in response to the narratives of suffering he or she observes. In other words, the traditional position produced for the reader to occupy outside the text in the novel of sentiment is occupied, or rather co-opted, by a character within the text in the novel of sensibility. This, in turn, enables the reader to take a critical perspective on the hero or heroine of sensibility. In his Man of Feeling Mackenzie gives an ambiguous representation of sensibility, drawing our attention to the way in which it characteristically reverses its ‘original’ tendency to extend from the individual to the social world around him or her. Sensibility inverts to become an individualistic and self-gratifying corruption of the valued social response and collective responsibility that sentiment engenders. Perception of external objects becomes a wholly aesthetic indulgence. ‘Heroes’ and ‘heroines’ of sensibility prefer their cottages ruined, their fields suffocated by dead leaves, their landscapes free of human life, so that they can focus on the complexities and rhythms of their own experience of perception.

The critique of sensibility took on a political complexion in the 1790s, as the English gentry attempted to assess their own responses to the ‘external objects’ of the American and French revolutions. Both, of course, impacted materially on the political and personal lives of those engaged in trade, agriculture and military service, but they were also ‘scenes’ to be observed, judged and responded to from a geographical distance. Chris Jones comments:


The debates of the 1790s were characterized by a politicizing of issues raised within the school of sensibility to the extent that one’s stand on matters such as the conduct of the private affections, charity, education, sympathy, genius, honour, and even the use of reason, became political statements, aligned with conservative or radical ideologies.10



In its engagement with these debates, Sense and Sensibility is very much a novel of the 1790s, despite its publication in 1811. In this respect, too, the novel seems to be secondary, repeating and reordering elements that have gone before.

Austen’s treatment of the opposites of ‘Sense’ and ‘Sensibility’ as political categories for female behaviour entered into a debate already addressed by a number of her earlier ‘sisters’ in writing and can best be illuminated by a contrast with two of her near-contemporaries. In Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda (1801) and Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (1811), we can trace three different interpretations of the politics of sensibility with regard to female agency: radical critique, moderate appropriation and conservative critique, respectively. In each of these texts, sensibility is presented as a problematic form of selfhood for women, a means of indulging their desire for individual feeling at the expense of familial and collective responsibility. In each, an ideal of motherhood is investigated as a route out of this tension between individualism and collective responsibility, as well as tested against examples of the failure to meet that ideal. That ideal is presented as a form of passionate connection with another person which is simultaneously self-fulfilling (the indulgence of sensibility) and self-denying (the ‘rational’ denial of immediate self-interest for the good of another being on whose well-being one’s long-term happiness depends).

Wollstonecraft’s polemical feminist argument in the Vindication hinges on the complaint that, in order to maintain women’s dependence on them, men have enslaved women to the aesthetic gratifications of a weak and trembling sensibility; freedom can only be obtained through the wholesale rejection of sensibility (virtually coterminous in the Vindication with feeling and desire) in favour of rational education:


Women are supposed to possess more sensibility, and even humanity, than men, and their strong attachments and instantaneous emotions of compassion are given as proofs; but the clinging affection of ignorance has seldom any thing noble in it, and may justly be resolved into selfishness, as well as the affection of children and brutes.11



Women who have been enslaved to sensibility, according to Wollstonecraft, either neglect or indulge their children, whereas women given the opportunity to exercise their capacity for reason would educate them to become full rational citizens themselves. By contrast, Edgeworth’s novel instructs its heroine in the necessity of balancing sensibility and rationalism rather than rejecting the former outright. Belinda reaches her decisions through a consideration of the examples of two ‘surrogate’ mother-figures. The first is the negative example of her female guardian, Lady Delacour, who – disappointed in her ‘first love’ for Mr Percival and subsequently married to a man she does not love – has turned her back on her maternal duties and, by extension, all domestic feeling, in favour of dissipation and luxury. Lady Delacour’s sensibilities, crushed by disappointment, have become nothing more than wasteful nervous energy. In Mrs Percival, the woman who has married Lady Delacour’s former lover, Belinda encounters a model of the restrained balance of feeling and reason:


Lady Anne Percival had, without any pedantry or ostentation, much accurate knowledge, and a taste for literature, which made her the chosen companion of her husband’s understanding, as well as of his heart. He was not obliged to reserve his conversation for friends of his own sex, nor was he forced to seclude himself in the pursuit of any branch of knowledge; the partner of his warmest affections was also the partner of his most serious occupations; and her sympathy and approbation, and the daily sense of her success in the education of their children, inspired him with a degree of happy social energy, unknown to the selfish solitary votaries of avarice and ambition.12



On first reading, Austen’s novel appears closer to Wollstonecraft’s Vindication than Edgeworth’s Belinda in its analysis of the effects of sensibility. Sensibility is no more than an excuse for the indulgence of self-interest, which in fact inverts the first impulse towards human sympathy and action to relieve the suffering of others which improves the moral self. Whereas Elinor keeps her misery to herself in order to spare her family the pain of seeing her suffer, Marianne indulges her grief and cannot see that of her sister. She insists on the uniqueness of her own condition. Indeed, when Lucy and Edward’s engagement becomes public knowledge, and Marianne is forced to realize the parallel between her own experience of love and loss and that of her sister, she still, as Austen’s caustic narrator reminds us, cannot escape the habits of mind that the indulgence of feeling has produced:


She felt all the force of that comparison; but not as her sister had hoped, to urge her to exertion now; she felt it with all the pain of continual self-reproach, regretted most bitterly that she had never exerted herself before; but it brought only the torture of penitence, without the hope of amendment. Her mind was so much weakened that she still fancied present exertion impossible, and therefore it only dispirited her more. (p. 253)



Clarity of perception results not in a sympathetic move towards another, but into further contemplation of the self. However, that worship of the self is not at its most dangerous or destructive in Marianne – who is, we are assured, after all only young and unformed in her indulgence of what is acknowledged to be a valuable capacity to feel – but in Lucy Steele and Fanny Dashwood, who have no feeling at all.

Marianne’s ‘sensibility’ ultimately puts only Marianne herself in danger, although Austen stresses that it also causes grief to those who care about her. Lucy’s ability to perceive the suffering of others, untempered by sympathy or sentiment, only makes her more capable of inflicting pain. Her cleverness means she can rub salt in the wounds that have already been inflicted on her rival, Elinor.

As the example of Lucy Steele’s contrast with Marianne indicates, Austen establishes figures of comparison for her heroines at every turn. Everything that happens in this novel must be duplicated; what happens to Elinor must happen to Marianne. The lives of the two sisters are carefully paralleled: both fall in love with a man who is revealed to have other commitments; both have to engage in difficult social situations where they are ‘tested’ – Marianne when she sees Willoughby at the ball in London (Chapter 28); and Elinor when she meets Edward with Lucy at Mrs Jennings’s house (Chapter 35). Their lovers also have ‘parallel’ lives: Willoughby and Edward each face three options in marriage – a previous contract (Eliza Williams/Lucy Steele), a financially advantageous offer (Miss Grey/Miss Morton) and a genuine attachment (Marianne/Elinor). Both are cast off by their benefactor (Mrs Smith, Willoughby’s aunt/Mrs Ferrars, Edward’s mother), the former for refusing to marry the woman with whom he has a previous contract, the latter for refusing to cast off the woman with whom he has the same relation. The reduction of the plot to the status of an intellectual puzzle or quiz is indicated in the dwindling of these two lovers to nothing more than initials. Margaret lets slip that Elinor’s ‘beau’ (as Nancy Steele terms it) has the initial ‘F’ and thereafter ‘The letter F— had been likewise invariably brought forward, and found productive of such countless jokes, that its character as the wittiest letter in the alphabet had been long established with Elinor’ (p. 120). When the sisters arrive in London, Marianne instantly writes a letter and we are told that ‘Elinor thought she could distinguish a large W. in the direction’ (p. 154). Austen’s alphabet games remind us that distinctions between persons may be little more than differences of language and form. Lovers’ forms are on occasion mistaken for each other: Marianne mistakes Edward’s ‘form’ for that of Willoughby when he first arrives at Barton, and Elinor mistakes him for Brandon when he returns to Barton at the close of the novel. Contrasts are established through similitude rather than absolute difference. Ultimately, ‘sense’ and ‘sensibility’ are etymological relatives rather than linguistic strangers.

Doubling tends to involve inversion in order to restore order, as the debate on ‘first’ and ‘second’ loves in the novel, which also figures large in Belinda, indicates. Elinor and Belinda, the heroines who play second fiddle to their more glamorous counterparts, are in fact rewarded with their ‘first loves’ (Edward Ferrars and Clarence Harvey), although they are ‘second loves’ for their husbands. It is the heroines of sensibility (Marianne and Lady Delacour) who must learn to accept second love, both on their own parts and those of their husbands. Austen, however, establishes her parallels between siblings (Elinor and Marianne, Lucy and Anne, Edward and Robert) rather than between older woman and younger protégée (Lady Delacour and Belinda). Her next novel to be published, Pride and Prejudice, interestingly inverts this primogeniture of linguistics and of the female self; here it is the second daughter (Elizabeth) who is given narrative and moral priority over the first (Jane). Elizabeth, of course, might herself be seen as a composite of the sisters that precede her, in publication if not composition history: she has Marianne’s liveliness but Elinor’s sense. Similarly, her sister, Jane, displays Elinor’s torpor but Marianne’s hysterical vulnerability to emotional pain.

Tony Tanner identifies the ‘difference’ between the Dashwood sisters as consisting in Marianne’s demand ‘that outward forms exactly project or portray inward feelings’, by contrast with Elinor’s search to ‘arrive at a terminological exactitude which would be subtle, comprehensive and authoritative’.13 Marianne, then, is convinced she can be a ‘self-inventing’ subject, not subjected to or by prior forms of language and being, whereas Elinor accepts that she must negotiate within the given forms and frames of representation and self. Marianne has to learn that she is always ‘secondary’ not only in her family, but in her views on culture and her aesthetic judgements. That her favourite Romantic writers, Cowper and Scott, were there before her, if you like. Part of this education in the necessity to acknowledge debts to a historical predecessor entails a recognition of the absolute interdependence of seemingly distinct social and linguistic categories. Definition and ‘form’ are acquired only through the process of differentiation.

Comparatives proliferate in Sense and Sensibility, most strikingly when we are introduced to the Dashwood sisters’ physical appearance through the eyes of Willoughby:


Miss Dashwood had a delicate complexion, regular features, and a remarkably pretty figure. Marianne was still handsomer. Her form, though not so correct as her sister’s, in having the advantage of height, was more striking; and her face was so lovely, that when in the common cant of praise she was called a beautiful girl, truth was less violently outraged than usually happens. (p. 48)



The syntax of this passage can serve to illustrate the process of categorization through differentiation, and the resultant instability of categorization, that governs the novel as a whole. The first sentence provides a descriptive account of Elinor. The second introduces Marianne through a comparative which indicates that she ‘improves’ on her sister’s original charms. The third indicates through the use of a negative (‘not so correct’) that this ‘improvement’ is more ambiguous than it seems at first. Marianne departs from her sister’s perfections, but this only serves to increase her attractiveness (she is more striking). After the semi-colon, the third sentence expands the comparison with Elinor to one with other young women in indicating that Marianne matches the terminological category (‘beautiful girl’) which is used to describe her more exactly than others to whom it is applied. Language, in other words, only gains meaning through the recognition of infinitely expandable systems of contrast and difference. The stability of the list of adjectives that are used to ‘describe’ Elinor must, then, also come under question.

Austen’s syntax continues to be ordered by a series of balanced oppositions that reveal this mutual dependence in the work of ‘defining’ the real. When Willoughby’s perfidy is revealed to Elinor by her hysterical sister, Elinor’s response is described thus: ‘Elinor was employed in walking thoughtfully from the fire to the window, from the window to the fire, without knowing that she received warmth from one, or discerned objects through the other’ (p. 180). Elements are here carefully balanced: fire and window, receiving warmth and discerning objects, objects and their perception, objects and their use. Elinor’s mental ‘disorder’ is signified by her inability to perceive their relation, while Austen’s reader is reassured that these relations exist nevertheless.

The disturbing collapse of differentiation through categorization extends to the debate on politics and aesthetics that widens the context of the novel from domestic to social drama. The difference between the two sisters and their romantic histories is largely conveyed through their artistic preferences and practices: Marianne is an expressive musician, Elinor a descriptive sketcher, a painter of interiors and portraits. On the surface this is simply a conflict between Romantic and Augustan principles of art and aesthetic response. However, the debate centres on the role of ‘use’ in the spectator’s response to the art object. Edward Ferrars embodies the most extreme utilitarian position on beauty:


‘I do not like [he asserts] ruined, tattered cottages. I am not fond of nettles, or thistles, or heath blossoms. I have more pleasure in a snug farm-house than a watch-tower – and a troop of tidy, happy villagers please me better than the finest banditti in the world.’ (pp. 95–6)



Landscape, according to Edward, should be judged and give pleasure solely on the basis of the political or economic welfare of those who inhabit it. Aesthetic judgements are blind to political injustice. Equally, however, political judgements are shown to be blind to beauty for its own sake. A cameo scene in which two hand-held fire screens decorated by Elinor come under discussion (pp. 221–2) reveals the emptiness of purely ‘political’ judgement of the art object. The screens become mere tokens of their observers’ judgement of their creator. Fanny Dashwood shows them to her mother, Mrs Ferrars, who returns them to her with the comment ‘ “Hum” … “very pretty,” … without regarding them at all.’ When Fanny compares them to ‘Miss Morton’s stile of painting’ (p. 221), Marianne cannot contain her anger: ‘ “what is Miss Morton to us?” ’ she asks, ‘ “who knows, or who cares, for her? – it is Elinor of whom we think and speak” ’ (p. 222). The irony here is that Marianne’s aesthetic judgement is as much to do with her attitude to the screens’ creator and as little to do with their intrinsic worth as art objects as the judgement of those she opposes.

Like the Dashwood sisters themselves, then, aesthetics and politics are not easily distinguished or separated entities. The novel’s preoccupation with the dangers of allowing what is secondary to come first widens beyond the contained family dynamics that it primarily explores to a discussion of property, economic power and aesthetic beauty. A recurrent engagement with the contentious issue of ‘improvement’ can be traced in Sense and Sensibility, addressed particularly through the two estates that provide the locations for the opening and close of the novel, those of Norland and Delaford. Improvement might best be understood as the restructuring of landscape for social and economic as well as aesthetic ends; Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown (1716–83) and Humphry Repton (1752–1818), for whom Austen also had some enthusiasm, were the leading proponents and exponents of architectural improvement and landscape gardening in the latter half of the eighteenth century. Norland and Delaford offer examples of the extreme and the mean of improvement for Austen: John Dashwood’s improvements – the enclosure of Norland Common, the engrossing of a neighbouring farm, the substitution of a walnut grove with a flower garden and a greenhouse – are acts that tend towards the extension and reflection of his own economic and social power at the expense of his neighbours and the environment (pp. 212–13). By contrast, Brandon’s Delaford, described by Mrs Jennings as ‘a nice old fashioned place’ (p. 186), is ‘improved’ in order to maintain its function as the hub of a thriving self-sufficient community. The old yew arbour behind the house allows people to watch the carriages pass on the modern turnpike road behind. The garden provides produce in the shape of fruit and fish. Brandon seeks to make his parish priest comfortable so that he can live in the parish and serve it; John Dashwood is puzzled that Brandon has not tried to sell the living to an absentee for his own immediate profit (pp. 276–7). ‘Improvement’, then, should be true to its own denotation; it should improve on, not dispense with or ignore, its original. Austen’s Sense and Sensibility criticizes both the advocate of picturesque aesthetics and the improver of the country estate because both neglect that other element that is central to the ‘country’: its populace, its communities.

The cottage, favourite of the picturesque landscape admirer and the improver of family homes, is frequently the ground on which this indictment of the neglect of ‘human’ landscape in fantasies of improvement is debated. On arrival at Barton Cottage in early September, Mrs Dashwood plans ‘[p]erhaps in the spring’ to add a drawing-room, a bed-chamber and a garret as well as enlarge the parlours and create a passage, in order to ‘make it a very snug little cottage’ (p. 31). ‘[T]o add and improve,’ we are told, ‘was a delight to her’ (p. 31). Elinor doesn’t think that Robert Ferrars’s claims for the advantages to the leisured gentry and aristocracy of cottages within striking distance of London and capable of holding eighteen couples for a dance ‘deserved the compliment of rational opposition’ (p. 237). Cottages, whether in ruins and empty or improved and overcrowded by foolish gentry playing at pastoral, have so departed from their ‘original’ social, economic and political functions as to either become absurdities or escape the categories they are expected to fit: ‘As a house, Barton Cottage, though small, was comfortable and compact; but as a cottage it was defective, for the building was regular, the roof was tiled, the window shutters were not painted green, nor were the walls covered with honeysuckles’ (p. 30). Once again, descriptive language and social reality appear to have parted company; the gulf between them is exposed through the use of the vocabulary of failed comparison.

Hierarchy and order come under threat with this collapse of denotative categorization. What is secondary, Sense and Sensibility forcefully argues, should not be substituted for what is primary. Dependence on a historical predecessor, in architecture, political economy or familial relations, must be acknowledged if collective order is to be maintained. However, when the categorial instability at the heart of accounts of historical change and of the perception of truth is revealed, the stable ‘origin’ from which successors depart becomes increasingly difficult to establish. The peculiar logical twist at the centre of the novel is that Elinor’s ‘sense’ only makes sense by contrast with sensibility; indeed we might argue that she only reaches her right decisions, or, at least, rationalizes their value, by keeping quiet and assessing Marianne’s wrong ones. Elinor’s trials follow rather than precede Marianne’s in that she is always aware of the parallelism between their positions, a perspective that Marianne lacks until the beginning of the third volume. In other words, sense might be a derivative or a version of sensibility rather than its origin. ‘Authority’ and ‘values’ become relative rather than absolute.

Austen’s novels appear to manage and resolve these epistemological struggles between opposites through a virtuoso display of syntactical balance and control. Austen depicts emotional turmoil, social instability and economic rapacity with an absolute grammatical precision that itself counters the disorder which it signifies. It is a facility with language that her heroine, Elinor, shares; her speech and Austen’s prose in general succeed in so containing and balancing disparate elements that Elinor’s interlocutor and, by extension, Austen’s reader, are left convinced that truth has been established and disclosed. The moment when Marianne realizes Willoughby’s falseness and ‘almost scream[s] with agony’ (p. 173) finds its equivalent in Elinor’s magnificent speech in her own defence after the disclosure of Edward’s pre-engagement. When Marianne expresses her surprise at her sister’s ‘self-command’ in the face of adversity, Elinor responds:


‘I understand you. – You do not suppose that I have ever felt much. – For four months, Marianne, I have had all this hanging on my mind, without being at liberty to speak of it to a single creature; knowing that it would make you and my mother most unhappy whenever it were explained to you, yet unable to prepare you for it in the least. – It was told me, – it was in a manner forced on me by the very person herself, whose prior engagement ruined all my prospects; and told me, as I thought, with triumph. – This person’s suspicions, therefore, I have had to oppose, by endeavouring to appear indifferent where I have been most deeply interested; – and it has not been only once; – I have had her hopes and exultation to listen to again and again. – I have known myself to be divided from Edward for ever, without hearing one circumstance that could make me less desire the connection. – Nothing has proved him unworthy; nor has any thing declared him indifferent to me. – I have had to contend against the unkindness of his sister, and the insolence of his mother, and have suffered the punishment of an attachment, without enjoying its advantages. – And all this has been going on at a time, when, as you too well know, it has not been my only unhappiness. – If you can think me capable of ever feeling – surely you may suppose that I have suffered now.’ (p. 247)



Elinor demonstrates her capacity to feel through the careful modulation of her choice of verbs from knowing (that it would make her family unhappy, that she is divided from Edward for ever), to proof (Edward has not been proved unworthy, nor indifferent), to action (contending with unkindness and suffering punishment). Significantly, apart from the closing choice of ‘suffering’, none of these verbs is in fact part of the vocabulary of feeling, the very quality Elinor is seeking to convey. Elinor succeeds, in fact, in substituting the vocabulary of mental and intellectual perception for that of emotional response. Likewise, her creator, who referred to her with affection as ‘my Elinor’,14 succeeds in asserting the flexibility of her own vocabulary of moral value in the face of a threatened collapse of ethical priorities. A relativistic terminology of comparatives and negatives asserts the security of positive and absolute essences. Ultimately, all that holds sense and sensibility in a productive tension, and prevents the collapse of their distinction, is no more than another linguistic variant on their common etymological root, the sentence.

Ros Ballaster
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Chapter I

The family of Dashwood had been long settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park, in the centre of their property, where, for many generations, they had lived in so respectable a manner, as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance. The last owner but one, of this estate, was a single man, who lived to a very advanced age, and who, for many years of his life, had a constant companion and housekeeper in his sister. But her death, which happened ten years before his own, produced a great alteration in his home; for, to supply her loss, he invited and received into his house the family of his nephew Mr. Henry Dashwood, the legal inheritor of the Norland estate, and the person to whom he intended to bequeath it. In the society of his nephew and niece, and their children, the old Gentleman’s days were comfortably spent. His attachment to them all increased. The constant attention of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Dashwood to his wishes, which proceeded, not merely from interest, but from goodness of heart, gave him every degree of solid comfort which his age could receive; and the cheerfulness of the children added a relish to his existence.

By a former marriage, Mr. Henry Dashwood had one son: by his present Lady, three daughters. The son, a steady respectable young man, was amply provided for by the fortune of his mother, which had been large, and half of which devolved on him on his coming of age. By his own marriage, likewise, which happened soon afterwards, he added to his wealth. His wife had something considerable at present, and something still more to expect hereafter from her mother, her only surviving parent, who had much to give. To him, therefore, the succession to the Norland estate was not so really important as to his sisters; for their fortune, independent of what might arise to them from their father’s inheriting that property, could be but small. Their mother had nothing, and their father only seven thousand pounds in his own disposal; for the remaining moiety of his first wife’s fortune was also secured to her child, and he had only a life interest in it.

The old Gentleman died; his will was read, and like almost every other will, gave as much disappointment as pleasure. He was neither so unjust, nor so ungrateful, as to leave his estate from his nephew;—but he left it to him on such terms as destroyed half the value of the bequest. Mr. Dashwood had wished for it more for the sake of his wife and daughters than for himself or his son:—but to his son, and his son’s son, a child of four years old, it was secured, in such a way, as to leave to himself no power of providing for those who were most dear to him, and who most needed a provision, by any division of the estate, or by any sale of its valuable woods. The whole was tied up for the benefit of this child, who, in occasional visits with his father and mother at Norland, had so far gained on the affection of his uncle, by such attractions as are by no means unusual in children of two or three years old; an imperfect articulation, an earnest desire of having his own way, many cunning tricks, and a great deal of noise, as to outweigh all the value of all the attention which, for years, he had received from his niece and her daughters. He meant not to be unkind however, and, as a mark of his affection for the three girls, he left them a thousand pounds a-piece.

Mr. Dashwood’s disappointment was, at first, severe; but his temper was cheerful and sanguine, and he might reasonably hope to live many years, and by living economically, lay by a considerable sum from the produce of an estate already large, and capable of almost immediate improvement. But the fortune, which had been so tardy in coming, was his only one twelvemonth. He survived his uncle no longer; and ten thousand pounds, including the late legacies, was all that remained for his widow and daughters.

His son was sent for, as soon as his danger was known, and to him Mr. Dashwood recommended, with all the strength and urgency which illness could command, the interest of his mother-in-law and sisters.

Mr. John Dashwood had not the strong feelings of the rest of the family; but he was affected by a recommendation of such a nature at such a time, and he promised to do every thing in his power to make them comfortable. His father was rendered easy by such an assurance, and Mr. John Dashwood had then leisure to consider how much there might prudently be in his power to do for them.

He was not an ill-disposed young man, unless to be rather cold hearted, and rather selfish, is to be ill-disposed: but he was, in general, well respected; for he conducted himself with propriety in the discharge of his ordinary duties. Had he married a more amiable woman, he might have been made still more respectable than he was:—he might even have been made amiable himself; for he was very young when he married, and very fond of his wife. But Mrs. John Dashwood was a strong caricature of himself;—more narrow-minded and selfish.

When he gave his promise to his father, he meditated within himself to increase the fortunes of his sisters by the present of a thousand pounds a-piece. He then really thought himself equal to it. The prospect of four thousand a year, in addition to his present income, besides the remaining half of his own mother’s fortune, warmed his heart, and made him feel capable of generosity.—“Yes, he would give them three thousand pounds: it would be liberal and handsome! It would be enough to make them completely easy. Three thousand pounds! he could spare so considerable a sum with little inconvenience.”—He thought of it all day long, and for many days successively, and he did not repent.

No sooner was his father’s funeral over, than Mrs. John Dashwood, without sending any notice of her intention to her mother-in-law, arrived with her child and their attendants. No one could dispute her right to come; the house was her husband’s from the moment of his father’s decease; but the indelicacy of her conduct was so much the greater, and, to a woman in Mrs. Dashwood’s situation, with only common feelings, must have been highly unpleasing;—but in her mind there was a sense of honour so keen, a generosity so romantic, that any offence of the kind, by whomsoever given or received, was to her a source of immoveable disgust. Mrs. John Dashwood had never been a favourite with any of her husband’s family; but she had had no opportunity, till the present, of shewing them with how little attention to the comfort of other people she could act when occasion required it.

So acutely did Mrs. Dashwood feel this ungracious behaviour, and so earnestly did she despise her daughter-in-law for it, that, on the arrival of the latter, she would have quitted the house for ever, had not the entreaty of her eldest girl induced her first to reflect on the propriety of going, and her own tender love for all her three children determined her afterwards to stay, and for their sakes avoid a breach with their brother.

Elinor, this eldest daughter whose advice was so effectual, possessed a strength of understanding, and coolness of judgment, which qualified her, though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of her mother, and enabled her frequently to counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must generally have led to imprudence. She had an excellent heart;—her disposition was affectionate, and her feelings were strong; but she knew how to govern them: it was a knowledge which her mother had yet to learn, and which one of her sisters had resolved never to be taught.

Marianne’s abilities were, in many respects, quite equal to Elinor’s. She was sensible and clever; but eager in every thing; her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was every thing but prudent. The resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great.

Elinor saw, with concern, the excess of her sister’s sensibility; but by Mrs. Dashwood it was valued and cherished. They encouraged each other now in the violence of their affliction. The agony of grief which overpowered them at first, was voluntarily renewed, was sought for, was created again and again. They gave themselves up wholly to their sorrow, seeking increase of wretchedness in every reflection that could afford it, and resolved against ever admitting consolation in future. Elinor, too, was deeply afflicted; but still she could struggle, she could exert herself. She could consult with her brother, could receive her sister-in-law on her arrival, and treat her with every proper attention; and could strive to rouse her mother to similar exertion, and encourage her to similar forbearance.

Margaret, the other sister, was a good humoured well disposed girl; but as she had already imbibed a good deal of Marianne’s romance, without having much of her sense, she did not, at thirteen, bid fair to equal her sisters at a more advanced period of life.
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